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Graduate Capabilities: a Framework for Assessing Course 
Quality 
GAIL HART, JOHN BOWDEN, and JIM WATTERS 
Three propositions about quality learning when linked to the concept of graduate capability 
provide a framework for examining the extent to which learning oulcomes are embedded within 
the provision of authentic leurninx environments, a focus on global issues, and the development 
of skills to support l&long learning. A case study in nursing ut the Queensland University of 
Technology (QUT) is used to illustrate a student learning experience thut addresses graduate 
capabilities, develops an authentic learning environnient, addresses global issues, and fosters the 
development of skills to support life-long learning. 
THE CURRENT CONTEXT OF HIGHER EDUCATION 
The context of higher education and the experience of teaching and learning within 
universities are changing. Classes are larger than they used to be, and the student 
population, increasingly diverse. With the introduction of the Higher Education Contribu- 
tion Scheme (HECS) and fees, Australian students are becoming increasingly discerning as 
consumers. Similarly, in a globally competitive environment, international students can 
afford to be more selective. Both categories of students expect high-quality learning 
opportunities and a more student-centred approach. At the same time, government funding 
for higher education is being reduced, and there are greater demands for accountability. 
Course Experience Questionnaires that measure student perceptions of course quality and 
surveys of employer groups are used to measure satisfaction with graduate performance in 
the workplace. There is encouragement for entrepreneurial activity and greater diversity 
among universities. 
The changing context of higher education has forced a critical review of traditional 
approaches to teaching and learning. How can we ensure that students with diverse interests 
and needs are provided with the appropriate conditions for learning? How can a more 
student-centred approach to teaching and learning be supported? How can one be confident 
that graduates are well prepared for the workplace and the social challenges of the future? 
These are profound questions that have contributed to an “organizational identity crisis” for 
some institutions (Coaldrake and Stedman, 1998). 
In order for Queensland [Jniversity of Technology (QUT) to respond appropriately to 
these challenges and opportunities, it is important to identify, to support, and to promote 
those aspects of teaching and learning that are unique and represent a market niche. QUT 
is a relatively new university formed in 1989 through the amalgamation of two institutions 
the missions of which were focused on the education of professionals. Building on this 
heritage, QUT has developed a reputation for high-quality undergraduate education, high 
rates of graduate employment, strong industry links, and a track record in applied research. 
One of the unique attributes and strengths of QUT is its reliance on working professionals 
to provide part-time teaching services. The direct link with the world of work supports the 
claim of QUT to be the “university for the real world”. In order to sustain this positive 
image that it shares with other members of the Australian Technology Network (ATN), 
QUT must be able to clearly demonstrate that its graduates are well prepared for the 
workplace of the future. The concept of graduate capability should explicitly underpin 
curriculum development, approaches to teaching and learning, and student evaluation. This 
concept is the focus of a nationally funded project across the ATN to identify, develop, and 
evaluate the generic capabilities of ATN graduates. 
THE CONCEPT OF GRADUATE CAPABILITIES 
Bowden and Marton (1998) argue that the curriculum for any university needs to be 
developed around the idea that students are being prepared for a future that is largely 
unknown. The traditional content knowledge that prepared a graduate for work and 
professional practice in the past is increasingly inadequate as a preparation for the future. 
Graduates need to be confident about tackling new challenges in an ever-changing 
workplace context. Know-how (procedural knowledge) is becoming equally as important as 
knowledge of (conceptual knowledge), and the process of learning is becoming equally as 
important as the content of learning. In other words, graduates need to develop an explicit 
understanding of their own approach to learning as well as confidence in their knowledge 
base in order to confidently address higher-order skills (meta-cognitive functions) such as 
reflective practice and awareness of one’s problem-solving capabilities. 
Graduate capabilities describe both know-how and knowledge-of and extend to personal 
qualities or aptitudes and meta-cognitive functions which describe the combination and 
integration of multiple abilities. A recent Commonwealth Department of Employment, 
Education, Training, and Youth Affairs (DEETYA) report, “Employer Satisfaction with 
Graduate Skills”, identified the importance of basic skills such as literacy and numeracy but 
also highlighted the value to cmployers of skills such as teamwork, relationship building, 
and problem solving. At the same time, others (Penington, 1994) have warned against a 
narrow focus on competencies and urged an examination of a range of fundamental issues 
including preparation and rcwards for teaching pedagogy and the administration and 
management of educational institutions. The debate highlights the complexity of fostering 
the higher-level meta-cognitive functions and the significance of the context of learning. 
An employer survey undertaken by Curtin University of Technology revealed the 
perception that graduates do not rate highly in the workplace in terms of a range of 
attributes. Writing skills, for example, were consistently rated poorly across different 
discipline areas. This result is somewhat surprising given the strong emphasis on essay 
writing for assessment in most university courses. Students, however, may not even be 
aware of the fact that the preparation of a written essay is an exercise in developing writing 
skills as well as a means for conveying content knowledge. Some academics may feel i l l  
equipped to judge the quality of writing and consequently limit their judgements to the 
content. Little attention on the part of teachers or learners may be paid to the systematic 
development and assessment of the process of writing as a distinct graduate capability and 
a component of meta-cognitive functions such as reflective practice, collaborative problem 
solving, or clinical reasoning. 
THE REFLECTIVE STUDENT 
Competence is achieved only when students feel sufficiently confident to demonstrate a 
capability across a wide variety of contexts. One can write to outline an argument, justify 
a position, explore an observation, provide instruction, reflect on behaviour, or persuade and 
motivate others. Bowden and Marton (1998, p. 116) assert that “Students need to learn in 
ways that help them deal with a range of contexts, many, if not all, unique.” Writing essays 
does not necessarily equip one well for any writing task apart from writing essays. If 
students are not explicitly aware of the learning opportunities inherent in an assessment task 
and self-consciously aware of their own learning processes, they are unlikely to readily 
transfer relevant aspects of their essay writing ability to other writing assignments such as 
office memos, briefing papers, and technical reports. They are even more unlikely to use 
writing as a tool for reflective learning. Indeed, the ability to identify problem-solving 
strategies and to abstract them into a different situation and context is a meta-cognitive 
function. This assumption is implicit in curricula, but it is one that needs to be addressed 
explicitly. 
Students require a variety of learning situations and opportunities in order to reflect on 
that variability and to be able to make fine distinctions about the significant aspects of each 
new context. By identifying the differences between similar situations, the student is better 
able to respond appropriately. Such learning experiences are an important preparation for 
the unpredictable nature of the workplace. The impact on learning is enhanced by 
structuring opportunities for reflection and peer consultation. Variety in itself will not foster 
a successful approach to novel situations. It is possible to learn skills without being able 
to identify when and how they should be applied. Problem solution for graduate 
practice requires a self-conscious awareness of the relevance of one’s repertoire of skills 
within a specific context and the confidence and ability to devise an appropriate response. 
Stephenson (1992, p. 2) uses the term, capability, to describe the ability of the profes- 
sional to take “effective action and appropriate action within unfamiliar and changing 
circumstances”. 
Students may be able to demonstrate mastery of a series of discrete skills but be unable 
to select and to integrate a subset of those skills to address an unfamiliar problem. Nursing 
students who achieve good grades in anatomy, psychology, and pharmacology may still 
have difficulty in integrating and applying their knowledge to assess the level of pain of a 
patient in  an urgent clinical situation. A student who is able to write an insightful essay on 
cross-cultural health issues may still experience difficulty in communicating with and in 
understanding a client from another culture. Variety in learning opportunities allows 
students to experiment with integrating and applying skills and knowledge and then 
reflecting on the relative success of similar solutions in different situations. The opportuni- 
lies for reflection and the potential for learning are maximized through interaction with 
other students in a supportive environment. The success of such interaction is predicated 
upon a respect for the way of seeing and of understanding the world of each student. Harsh 
judgements about the behaviour of a student or about his or her perception of a situation 
can inhibit his or her reflective explanations and the development of reflective practices. 
CURRICULUM ISSUES 
Many universities have identified a set of graduate attributes that specify the expected 
learning outcomes for any graduate, regardless of discipline area. Course teams are then 
required to re-interpret those identified attributes within a disciplinary context and ensure 
opportunities for the systematic introduction, development, and assessment of identified 
attributes. While such an approach provides a valuable framework for curriculum review, 
i t  will have a limited impact unless it is matched by an equal commitment from the teaching 
team and underpinned by a sound understanding of the issues. There is a danger that the 
current focus on graduate capabilities could be viewed as a passing managerial fad that can 
be readily addressed in a superficial manner. A matrix of skill development across the 
curriculum, for example, gives the appearance of compliance without necessarily offering 
any challenge to traditional teaching and learning approaches ( i .e. ,  writing skills are 
acquired by preparing essays). Generic skills can also be “built into” the curriculum content 
without any alteration to the learning environment. Stephenson ( 1  992) suggests that such an 
approach denies the holistic nature of capability and inhibits the integration of personal 
qualities, skills, and knowledge, all of which are critical to effective professional practice. 
Graduate capabilities are best developed when they are embedded in the process and 
content of learning. Such embedding requires a thoughtful review of the learning objects, 
teaching approaches, and assessment methods lo ensure the development of authentic 
learning environments. Alexander and Murphy (1998) outline five essential dimensions of 
meaningful learning that they argue need to be evident in all educational programmes if 
graduates are to bccome adept life-long learners. An existing knowledge base, opportunities 
to reflect on and to regulate learning, personal motivation, individual development, and the 
social context of learning describe aspects of the learning environment that reflect a learning 
rather than a teaching orientation. Authentic learning environments foster a personal 
responsibility for learning. l h e y  link experience, previous understandings, and new knowl- 
edge in a way that is readily apparent to the learner. They also simulate situations in which 
students may ultimately be employed. The challenge for teachers is to design learning 
experiences that are powerful in terms of developing ways of seeing and understanding the 
world around them (Bowden and Marton, 1998). Such lcaming experiences are inherently 
more effective than teaching for information transfer alone. 
Graduate capabilities are most rcadily developed within authentic learning environments. 
The teaching team must make a commitment to reviewing the learning objectives, the 
learning experiences, and the assessment and feedback strategies to cnsure that they are 
linked in an explicit, congruous, and meaningful way. This task requires an engagement 
with the teaching and learning process, an ongoing dialogue about the development and 
assessment of graduate Capabilities, and a commitment to curriculum integrity. I t  is 
acknowledged that learning in one unit will contribute to the development of a capability 
without requiring direct and immediate assessment. The development of graduate capabili- 
ties is a spiral rather than a linear process requiring reflection and structured opportunities 
to compare variety in experience. The profile of graduate capability development will vary 
for each student and therefore can only be comprehensively mapped in a collaborative 
process involving the student. The framework for the development of graduate capabilities 
outlines processes and responsibilities at the level of the university, the course, the unit 
teaching team, and the student. The quality of the educational experience for students is 
assured by the level of congruence between the curriculum framework and the teaching 
approaches and assessment strategies adopted. 
PROPOSITIONS ABOUT THE QUALITY OF LEARNING: A CASE STUDY IN 
NURSING 
Quality teaching and learning in an institution may be examined in terms of the ways in 
which student learning is fostered through the provision of authentic learning environments, 
a focus on professional, ethical, and global issues; and the development of skills and a 
disposition to support life-long learning (Elliot et al., 1998). 
A case study from the School of Nursing at QUT is outlined below. It demonstrates how 
a unit teaching team developed a teaching and learning strategy that acknowledged the 
focus of the university on graduate capabilities. The learning experience for students was 
designed to build on previous experience, be directly relevant to practice, integrate 
personal development, and encourage interaction and debate with peers within a supportive 
environment. It was flexible enough to provide a wide variety of learning situations and to 
stimulate an ethical and global perspective. Finally, i t  fostered the development of life-long 
learning skills by providing a structured process for reflecting on practice. 
Traditionally, the undergraduate curriculum has focused on content knowledge rather 
than on learning processes. Such an approach is often justified with reference to the 
professional requirements of a given discipline. Nurses need a minimum level of knowl- 
edge to be deemed “safe” or “competent” in the clinical area. It is equally true, however, 
that nurses are confronted with unique situations every day in which their clinical 
problem-solving skills are equally important if not more critical than any knowledge of a 
discipline. Rather than focusing on clinical reasoning ability, learning is reduced to the 
acquisition of a range of discrete competencies that are interpreted and assessed as 
observable clinical skills. Students, for instance, are assessed on their competence to give 
a pain-relieving injection. While they may be judged competent in terms of this clinical 
skill, they may lack the clinical reasoning skills to judge when an injection rather than a 
reassuring explanation is the most appropriate means of alleviating the patient’s distress. 
The learning context is not authentic in the sense that it rarely matches the context of the 
clinical working environment. University study is individualistic, competitive, and isolat- 
ing. Clinical nursing demands collaborativc teamwork. Registered nurses enrolling in 
undergraduate nursing programmes frequently complain that the curriculum is not relevant 
to professional practice. Equally, employers complain that recent graduates are not well 
prepared for the transition to the workplace, lacking both organizational and clinical skills 
(SCNRNE, 1994). The difficulties experienced both by registered nurses and recent 
graduates reflect the focus on content knowledge without adequate attention to learning 
processes and the context of university learning which is in sharp contrast to that of the 
workplace (Candy and Crebert, 1991). 
To address these issues, a core unit  within the Bachelor of Nursing Programme is 
offered in a new format. Content is no longer the sole focus. The process and context of 
learning and the impact of assessment tasks on learning are given close attention. A 
learning package (workbook) addresses required content knowledge and provides a context 
for the learning process and assessment. Students are introduced to a structured process of 
reflection (Boud and Walker, 1991) and peer consultation (Hart el al., 1995) and then 
encouraged to use that process to analyse and to learn from their experiences of clinical 
practice. 
Bcnner (1984) argues that clinical practice is a rich source of nursing knowledge that 
can be teased out through personal reflection and peer discussion. Small interactive 
discussion groups facilitated by a tutor arc conducted to encourage peer interaction. The 
small-group leaders encourage students to share their experiences of clinical practice and 
to guide them in the appropriate application of knowledge and skills. Practice experience 
including broader life experiences (student ways of seeing and understanding the world) 
are acknowledged and valued. The active discussion and the opportunity to engage with 
others in the resolution of clinical issues leads to a deeper understanding of the complexity 
of clinical practice. It gives students a process and the confidence to tackle unanticipated 
clinical situations. 
Each student in turn is invited to identify and to present to the group a clear, succinct 
description of a practice incident. Identifying critical incidents in this way has been 
acknowledged as a valuable mechanism for stimulating personal reflection (Dobrzykowski, 
1994; Durgahee, 1996; Minghella and Benson, 1995; Rosenal, 1995). 
-identify their feelings about the incident (identify feelings); 
-speculate on the feelings of other key players (search for meaning); 
-link their understanding of the situation to previous experiences and relevant literature 
(validate meaning); and 
-indicate what they have learned from the experience that will inform their future practice 
(identify outcomes). 
Comments are invited from the other students, and the leader ensures that the group 
discussion provides a safe and supportive learning environment. Students sometimes present 
experiences that relate to life experiences outside clinical practice. This choice is important 
because it acknowledges the significance of personal development as a preparation for 
effective professional practice. Such revelations have created some ethical issues for staff 
when students have presented certain deeply personal and emotional experiences such as the 
death of a parent or exploration of personal sexuality. ‘These ethical issues are addressed in 
the following ways: 
-assuring the confidentiality of written work and group discussion within the peer group; 
-limiting assessment to the student’s mastery of the reflective process and the content 
-referring students to trained counsellors when it appears that doing so is warranted. 
The students are then asked to: 
knowledge of the unit material; and, 
Given these safeguards, students welcome the opportunity to explore broader aspects of 
their personal experiences. 
After students have made oral presentations of their practice incidents to the group and 
have participated in the group discussion, they prepare written assignments using the same 
reflective processes. Written practice incidents are subject to sclf-, peer, and teacher 
evaluation using established criteria (Hart, 1997, pp. 64-65). When evaluating the work of 
a peer, students are encouraged to provide constructive written feedback to their peers as 
well as a quantitative cvaluation against the criteria. Students can use the assessments of 
their peers to improve their own assignments before submission. The quality of the peer 
assessment contributes to an OVCrdll assessment of the unit. Thus students are evaluated on 
the quality of their own work as well as on their ability to provide constructive feedback 
to a peer. The teacher also evaluates the student learning and provides detailed, individual- 
ized feedback. 
This teaching and learning approach explicitly addresses the development of selected 
competencies identified by the nursing profession. 
CONCLUSION 
The learning experience for students is authentic in the sense that it builds on existing 
knowledge and encourages students to reflect on and to regulate their own learning i n  a 
context that simulates professional practice. I t  fosters personal motivation and encourages 
individual development. Most importantly, the social context of learning mirrors the 
collaborative and ethically aware way in which nurses contribute to good practice within the 
workplace. The experience incorporates a global perspective in several ways. Students 
frequently describe an experience of working with a client from another culture. Most 
student groups include international students from diverse cultures. Teachers have many 
opportunities to explore culturally based values and beliefs about health and health 
behaviours within the group discussion. in other words, global issues are inherent in the 
practice experiences that the students describe, in the personal backgrounds of the diverse 
student groups, and in the content knowledge relevant to the unit. Most significantly, the 
structured process of reflection and peer group discussion provide a framework for life-long 
learning from clinical and personal experience. 
The teaching approach and the assessment strategy outlined, however, are only the first 
steps in a quality assurance process intended to ensure the quality of the preparation of 
student nurses for professional practice. The interventions outlined are limited to one unit. 
The generic attributes identified by the university are not addressed explicitly in the 
curriculum. The course team has not engaged in a thoughtful and detailed review to adapt 
them to reflect a disciplinary focus. Fortunately, the competencies identified by the nursing 
profession correspond closely to the attributes considered desirable for all QUT graduates. 
These professionally defined competencies have provided a framework for curriculum 
development. 
The steps suggest a strategy for explicitly addressing the focus on graduate capabilities 
throughout the curriculum. IJniversity staff need to ensure that students experience a variety 
of learning experiences and have structured opportunities for reflection and interaction with 
othei students (peer consultation) throughout the course. Students need assistance to 
develop profiles of their learning expericnces from the commencement of their course 
programmes. Jdeally, this individual account of professional development should be 
integrated as a core component of‘ the curriculum. 
Only when there are explicit links between university-and professionally-defined 
graduate competencies, student learning objectives, learning opportunities, and assessment 
strategies will there be confidence in the quality of the programme as a preparation for 
profcssional practice. This congrucnce is best illustrated in an individualized student profile 
of experience that complements the transcript of achievement. The student profile of 
experience facilitates the process of effectively matching individual students to specific 
graduate employment opportunities. I t  explicitly addresses the development of desired 
graduate capabilities. 
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